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 THE SMART ENTREPRENEURIAL CITY 
 Dholera and 100 other utopias in India 
 Ayona  Datta 
 A 100 smart cities, a 100 Utopias 
 In May 2014, the newly elected Prime Minister of India announced an ambitious 
national programme of building 100 new smart cities in India. Justifi ed on the 
basis of rising global challenges of rural–urban migration and rapid urbanisation, 
this programme was initiated to transform India’s urbanisation in line with global 
urban initiatives on smart urbanism. Following Townsend’s broad defi nition, the 
100 Indian smart cities aspire to become ‘places where information technology is 
combined with infrastructure, architecture, everyday objects and our own bodies to 
address social, economic and environmental problems’ (Townsend,  2013 : 15). The 
100 smart cities programme, although still largely in its conceptual stages, has stoked 
the Indian imagination for a potential shift in state–citizen relationships – from a 
perceptibly corrupt and opaque bureaucracy to an imagined democratic space of 
digital governance. In this condition, high-tech digital interventions in housing, 
infrastructure and governance as envisaged in smart cities are also perceived as the 
route to wider democracy in India. 
 My argument in this chapter, then, is that India’s smart urbanism is a hybrid, 
a home-grown story of a global ‘smart urbanism’ which manifests in the ‘smart 
entrepreneurial city’. To this end Indian smart cities draw upon what Jessop and 
Sum ( 2000 ) call ‘the narratives of enterprise’ to present the smart city as a space for 
middling local entrepreneurs who would become the new smart citizens. India’s 
smart urbanism is synonymous with the rhetoric of innovation and enterprise that 
while standing for ambiguous claims to modernity and development, are essentially 
measured by their contribution in pushing up India’s GDP and widening India’s 
footprint in the global economy. The question remains (following Luque-Ayala and 
Marvin,  2015 ) – how, for whom and to what consequences is the smart city being 
produced in India? 
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 To answer this question, I subject the algorithmic urbanism of India’s smart cities 
to scrutiny not by examining their claims to a digital utopia, rather by examining 
the state’s coercive politics in materialising smart cities. I ask how the imaginaries of 
smart cities are being used to drive aspirations for modernity and development and 
to what socio-political and material outcomes. This approach, I believe, is essential 
since it reveals that India’s smart urbanism is inherently contingent upon elemen-
tary processes of land accumulation by dispossession. Using the case of the alleged 
fi rst smart city in India, Dholera, I will suggest that it is ‘a powerful tool for the 
production of docile subjects and mechanisms of political legitimisation’ (Vanolo, 
 2014 : 883). While a rhetoric of crisis around migration and urbanisation in India 
legitimises the 100 smart cities programme, the case of Dholera outlines a city made 
and unmade through its own spatio-temporality. Speed and slowness are essential 
features of Dholera and by extension of smart urbanism in India – speed is produced 
by the urgency of rhetoric and policies while slowness emerges from the struggles 
for land, livelihoods and homes which the smart city attempts to erase. 
 I begin therefore by ‘provincialising’ the smart city in India in order to high-
light a particularly popular trend of entrepreneurial urbanisation which constructs 
Dholera and other proposed smart cities as sites of economic growth. I then discuss 
the politics in transforming actually existing Dholera – a constructed terrain of  terra 
 nullis into the image of a ‘smart entrepreneurial city’. Following the speed of law- 
and policy-making that can materialise Dholera and its corresponding ‘roadblocks’ 
of local resistance action, I conclude that land is the fi nal frontier of smart urbanism 
in India. The extraction of surplus value from ‘unproductive’ land and its transform-
ation into real estate is the new face of the ‘crisis’ of urbanisation and hence of smart 
urbanism in India. 
 ‘Provincialising’ the smart city in India 
 Dholera, a new ‘smart city’ built from scratch about 100 km from Ahmedabad, 
is key to India’s smart city initiatives. As conceived, it is expected to cost around 
$9–10 billion, with the Indian state and Japanese corporations (Hitachi, Mitsubishi 
Corporation, Toshiba, JGC and Tokyo Electric Power Company) contributing up 
to 10 per cent of this amount; the rest is expected to come from the private sec-
tor. Presented as the fi rst smart city in India in the State of the Union Budget in 
2013 – although several other cities also make claim to this position now – and 
again in 2014 as part of the 100 smart cities programme, Dholera can be understood 
as an ‘invented Eden’ (Kargon and Mollela,  2008 ). It is an assemblage of tropes on 
smart urbanism (intelligent, sentient, real-time and networked cities), global urban-
ism (eco-cities, walkable cities, new urbanism and so on) and Indian urban planning 
(satellite cities, industrial townships, knowledge cities, fi nance cities, special eco-
nomic zones) that seeks to mirror society’s understanding of current technologies 
and at the same time ‘regain the lost virtues of village life without sacrifi cing the 
undoubted gains of industrial advance’ (Kargon and Mollela,  2008 : 13). Through 
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an ‘importation of off -the-shelf program techniques’ (Peck,  2002 : 344) Dholera’s 
masterplanning is completed by the UK-based global consultancy fi rm Halcrow 
and its ‘smart’ credentials are marketed by Cisco as a meshwork of fi bre-optic cables, 
sensors and cameras linked to a central control room to track city-wide utility 
consumption. 
 In charting a critical agenda for smart urbanism, Luque-Ayala and Marvin 
( 2015 :  6)  note that ‘understanding the politics of the implementation of smart 
requires exploring how the smart city is constituted discursively, techno-materially 
and spatially’. Certainly Dholera smart city resonates with wider global urbanism 
trends such as gated communities, new towns, satellite cities and other spatial mani-
festations that scholars have labelled elsewhere as ‘Dubaisation of Africa’ (Choplin 
and Franck,  2010 ), ‘worlding’ of cities (Roy and Ong,  2011 ) and ‘assemblage urban-
ism’ (McFarlane,  2011 ). Historically it also resonates with the techno-cities of the 
twentieth century – ‘planned city developments in conjunction with large industrial 
or technological enterprises, blending the technological and the pastoral, the mill 
town and the garden city’ (Kargon and Mollela,  2008 ). Dholera’s smart urbanism is 
one that transcends ideologies and spans national borders, producing a new urban 
colonialism in a city of premium networked spaces (Graham,  2000 ) where urban 
planning as well as management and control of data will serve the interests and aspi-
rations of the political elite and middle classes (Choe  et al. ,  2008 ). 
 At another level, though, Dholera is not a ‘new’ city typology  per se . It is an 
extension of the rhetoric and practices of ‘new townships’ and ‘satellite cities’ that 
have driven postcolonial urban experiments in India. As part of the 100 smart cities 
programme Dholera produces 100 ‘urban fantasies’ propagating ‘the hope that these 
new cities and developments will be “self-contained” and able to insulate them-
selves from the “disorder” and “chaos” of the existing cities’ (Watson,  2014 : 15). As a 
smart city built from scratch, Dholera can be seen to extend the focus of a neoliberal 
state on global cities (such as Mumbai), knowledge cities (such as Ambani City), 
technology cities (such as HITEC City), IT hubs (such as Bangalore), eco-cities 
(such as Lavasa), fi nance cities (such as GIFT) and so on, to a more digitally led 
city-making initiative in recent years. It refl ects the almost perpetual presence of an 
‘investor-friendly’ urbanism, which is legitimised through a ‘metaphysics of disorder’ 
(Comaroff  and Comaroff ,  2006 ) that is seen to defi ne existing Indian cities in colo-
nial and postcolonial periods. 
 I suggest that it is important to ‘provincialise’ Dholera and the 100 smart cities 
programme as the site of intense local and regional politics that presents a ‘muta-
tion’ (Rapoport,  2014 ) of the globally circulating smart city model in India. In 
doing so, I align myself with Chakrabarty’s ( 1992 : 328) suggestion of ‘developing 
the problematic of non-metropolitan histories’ by unpacking and making visible 
the ‘repression and violence that are as instrumental in the victory of the modern as 
is the persuasive power of its rhetorical strategies’ (340). This means not just ‘iden-
tifying and empowering new loci of enunciation’ (Sheppard  et al. ,  2013 : 895) for 
situating the story of smart cities in the regional state of Gujarat, but also unpack-
ing the ‘ambivalences, contradictions, the use of force, and the tragedies and ironies’ 
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(Chakrabarty,  1992 : 340) associated with its vision to create 100 smart cities on an 
‘entrepreneurial model’ in India. As elaborated in the recent smart city concept note 
released by the Government of India,
 Smart Cities are those that are able to attract investments. Good quality infra-
structure, simple and transparent online processes that make it easy to estab-
lish an enterprise and run it effi  ciently are important features of an investor 
friendly city. Availability of the required skills in the labour force and adequate 
availability of electricity, water, etc. are important features of a Smart City. 
Investors, themselves, are looking for a decent living and so they also look for 
housing, healthcare, entertainment and education. Safety and security are as 
important to them as to any other resident. 
 (Government of India,  2014 ) 
 The 100 smart cities programme in India provincialises the global trope of smart 
urbanism through the construction of a ‘smart entrepreneurial city’ and several 
other hybrid city tropes such as ‘smart industrial’ (e.g. Dholera), ‘smart fi nance’ 
(e.g. GIFT), ‘smart ecocity’ (e.g. Lavasa), ‘smart heritage’ (e.g. Varanasi) cities which 
appropriate existing cities within a global trope of the smart city. The instruments 
that are used to realise this are based on ‘clean’ technologies in infrastructure, par-
ticipation of the private sector and e-governance. Yet the focus on big data and 
central surveillance and control that are so symptomatic of global smart cities such 
as Barcelona, Boston or Rio are muted here by a mere suggestion of the ‘use of 
ICT’ that means full Wi-Fi coverage across the city as well as connected homes and 
buildings. This is perhaps due to the fact that existing Indian cities must now bid for 
‘smart city’ status by claiming a part of the Rs 700 crore total budget allocated for 
this initiative. This roughly translates to £7m per city, which is wholly inadequate to 
fi nance any ‘smart city’ initiatives without the active involvement of the private sec-
tor. Indeed a recent survey (Infotech,  2014 ) of local authority budgets showed that 
existing cities have allocated up to 1 per cent of their budget to ICT infrastructure 
and therefore it will be a big challenge creating smart cities where this budget will 
have to rise substantially. 
 Dholera can be provincialised by seeing its links with a postcolonial legacy of 
‘new township’ building as a route to modernity and development in India. Similar 
to postcolonial Indian experiments with modernity in Chandigarh, Bhubaneshwar 
and Gandhinagar, Dholera, too, is arguably a ‘blueprint utopia’ (Holston,  1989 ) that 
has been designed to bring in a new era of social and economic prosperity in the 
regional state of Gujarat and beyond. It is, however, also distinctly diff erent from 
earlier utopian experiments in one signifi cant way. As a smart city it is driven not 
by visionary architects and planners but rather by the corporate sector seeking to 
create new global markets in India (IBM,  2010 ). While Dholera might be one of 
the fi rst smart cities built from scratch in India, it will certainly not be the last. What 
is important to note here is that although Dholera predates the national 100 smart 
cities programme, it has been appropriated within this programme since they are 
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united by a common vision to use ‘urbanisation as a business model’ (Borpuzari, 
 2011 : 97) in India. Thus while Dholera presents itself as ‘smart’, it might become 
just another ordinary trope in the history of Indian urban planning. 
 Entrepreneurial urbanisation in Gujarat 
 For some time now the regional state of Gujarat in India has acted as an ‘entrepre-
neurial state’ (Mazzucato,  2013 ). Through an interlinking of particular types of state 
policies, stakeholders, institutions and organisations, Gujarat has continually pre-
sented itself as open to innovation and investment – as ‘India’s growth engine and 
economic powerhouse’ and ‘the only state in India to emerge as investor friendly 
even during the world economic downturn’ (GIDB,  2014 :  online). Since 2001 
Gujarat has been seen as a state with ‘minimum government and maximum govern-
ance’, which has meant the simplifi cation of bureaucratic processes and the paring 
down of laws in order to make investment fast and ‘friendly’. 
 This entrepreneurialism stretches across several scales and spaces to make possible 
the emergence of megacity clusters such as the Delhi–Mumbai Industrial Corridor 
(DMIC), where Dholera smart city is located. The DMIC seeks to create markets 
in smart cities through innovation and investment in trade and investment in the 
region between the two megacities. This ‘innovation’ was followed through with 
publicity and marketing by the Gujarat state in launching a biennial trade show 
called the Vibrant Gujarat Summit, where Dholera smart city was fi rst publicly 
unveiled in 2013. In December 2013, the US-based Smart City Council (which 
includes companies such as IBM, Microsoft and Cisco as partners) opened its fi rst 
regional chapter in South India. The purpose was to set a new agenda for smart cit-
ies in India and to ‘accelerate growth in the smart cities sector by lowering barriers 
to adoption through thought leadership, outreach, tools and advocacy’ (Smart Cities 
Council,  2013 : online). 
 These strategies of a regional state resonate with the ‘distinctive feature’ of 
entrepreneurial cities ‘as being proactive in promoting the competitiveness of their 
respective economic spaces in the face of intensifi ed international (and also, for 
regions and cities, inter- and intra-regional) competition’ (Jessop,  1997 : 28). In the 
case of Gujarat, however, these entrepreneurial strategies are not just at the scale 
of the city or state, but rather – as noted activist-scholar Arundhati Roy ( 2012 ) 
puts it  – as a ‘matryoshka doll’ that promotes urbanisation from the city to the 
nation. Since the May 2014 election results, this is an all-encompassing vision of 
entrepreneurial ‘smart’ urbanisation, scaled and duplicated via the 100 smart cities 
programme. Crucially this entrepreneurial urbanisation while located in the sphere 
of economic or material gains is reinforced and perpetuated through a rhetoric of 
crisis and development. This entrepreneurial urbanisation is both real and imagined 
through its documents, policies, masterplans, its grandiose fl ythrough simulations 
and glossy promotional material, as well as through its enforcement over popula-
tions and territories. 
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 Dholera, a smart entrepreneurial city? 
 While entrepreneurialism from the city to the national scale is easily charted into 
the 100 smart cities programme, this form of entrepreneurial urbanisation also 
promotes what Goldman calls ‘speculative urbanism’. For Goldman ( 2011 :  555), 
speculative urbanism refl ects a ‘shift into new forms of “speculative” government, 
economy, urbanism and citizenship’. In his analysis of the Mysore–Bangalore devel-
opment corridor, Goldman ( 2011 ) notes that the main ‘business’ of the state is now 
in creating and extracting surplus value and it does so by actively engaging in land 
speculation and active dispossession of those who come in the way of global city 
projects. 
 The extraction of surplus value is evident in the pastoral and rural economies and 
livelihoods. Actually existing Dholera is a small village located in a vast low-lying 
ecological area off  the Gulf of Khambhat (on the Arabian Sea) in Gujarat (see 
 Figures 4.1 and  4.2 ). It is one of the 22 villages which will be pooled together to 
constitute ‘Dholera smart city’. This region remains submerged under the sea for 
part of the year, losing at least 1 cm of its coastline to the sea each day. It is a region 
of low population density, with 6,532 households and 37,712 inhabitants in the 
2001 census. The overall literacy rate in the region is 57 per cent, far lower than the 
national average of 77 per cent and the Gujarat average of 81 per cent. It is largely 
inhabited by ‘Koli Patels’ (at 62 per cent), an indigenous fi shing community, and a 
number of other social groups who are listed as ‘Scheduled and Backward Castes’ 
by the Indian state since 2001 (Senes,  2013 ). Forty-seven per cent of land in this 
region is agricultural, with 62 per cent of residents occupied in agriculture. They 
show a high reliance on subsistence farming and minimum demands for industrial 
products. Its farmers were promised water from the controversial Narmada Dam 
built in 2006, but the state’s unfulfi lled promise has seen increased soil salination and 
consequently a decline in agricultural productivity over the years. Dholera, then, is 
a classic  terra  nullis for global investors, politicians and planners since it presents a 
discourse of ‘lack’ – of productive agriculture, development and modernity. 
 Although none of the buildings in the master plan has broken ground, there has 
been rising speculation on land, with a plethora of advertisements nearby announ-
cing sale of land for private residential purposes or for the sale of luxury apartments 
in new gated communities around Dholera. This is because Dholera smart city will 
reduce its existing agricultural land from 67 per cent to only 12 per cent and will 
also be connected by rail to the nearest city, Ahmedabad, 100 km to its north. New 
proposals put together for supplying electricity and fresh water by constructing the 
nearby Kalpasar mega-dam project, supplying industrial trade by the development 
of a seaport and global business with the construction of an international airport 
provide strong indications of a proactive state that is good news for business. Finally, 
the construction of Dholera is supposed to spearhead economic growth in the 
region, generating 0.8 million jobs and supporting 2 million inhabitants by the year 
2040 (Halcrow Group, personal communication). These promises actively cultivate 
the national imagination of transforming local economies from their seemingly 
parochial origins to modern urban identities. 
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 FIGURES 4.1 AND 4.2  The actually existing Dholera region 
 Source : JAAG (used by permission) 
9781138844223_pi-192.indd   59 8/20/2015   2:51:25 PM
60 Ayona Datta
 Dholera’s speculative urbanism relies upon its simultaneous links to entrepreneur-
ialism and crisis. When Dholera was designed by Halcrow UK, it was labelled and 
granted planning approval in 2009 as an industrial township in order to promote trade 
and manufacturing in the region. It was only in December 2012 in a TEDx lecture 
given by the CEO of the DMIC project, Amitabh Kant, that the idea of ‘smart growth’ 
for seven new cities, including Dholera, was presented. He further elaborated,
 To my mind, technology holds the key … digital technology has allowed the 
world to do urbanisation, and instead of vertical, do horizontal urbanisation. 
Therefore today’s cities not only have to be interconnected, transit oriented, 
walkable and cycle-able, they have to be the smart cities of the future … It 
means India can make a quantum leap into the future … it means you can 
drive urbanisation through the back of your mobile phone. 
 (TEDx Talks,  2012 : online) 
 In this TEDx lecture then, Dholera achieved a metamorphosis from an ‘industrial 
township’ to a ‘smart city’. Its smart labelling was made visible thereafter in all 
the super-simulated promotional videos. In its discursive and material transform-
ations from an industrial to a smart city through an ambiguous rhetoric of ‘mobile 
phone-driven urbanisation’, Dholera was thereafter simultaneously labelled as an 
industrial city, eco-city and smart city when it was unveiled in the Vibrant Gujarat 
Summit in January 2013. 
 ‘Smart’ in the case of Dholera is a highly subjective parameter to be given mean-
ing through a ‘global IT powerhouse’ (Sharma,  2013 ), Cisco, which has operation-
alised the smart city trope through discourses of effi  ciency, organisation, intelligence 
and functionality (Hollands  2008 ). Dholera’s ‘smart’ credentials refl ect the fusion 
of eco-city and networked city ideologies. Its claims to eco-city status include a 
range of renewable energy initiatives, low carbon footprints, wildlife sanctuaries 
and so on. Its ‘smartness’ is presented via features such as ‘connected homes’, green 
residential spaces, ‘futuristic’ malls and marketplaces and advanced MRT system 
(ARTIST2WIN,  2013 ). Its claim to industrial township is vested in the location 
of a Gujarat Trade Centre in the city and its proximity to the airport, seaports and 
DMIC. Its claim to knowledge city is vested in its entertainment and knowledge 
zones, university and training centres, super-speciality hospitals and so on. Indeed, 
Dholera presents such an all-encompassing utopia of a future city that its scaling up 
to a national level seemed inevitable when it was mentioned in the speech of the 
Union Budget in February 2013. 
 Plans for seven new cities have been fi nalised and work on two new smart 
industrial cities at Dholera, Gujarat and Shendra Bidkin, Maharashtra will 
start during 2013–14. We acknowledge the support of the Government of 
Japan. In order to dispel any doubt about funding, I wish to make it clear 
that we shall provide, if required, additional funds during 2013–14 within the 
share of the Government of India in the overall outlay for the project. 
 (IBNLive,  2014 : online) 
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 This announcement made by the Indian Finance Minister highlighted Dholera’s 
signifi cance as a new fl agship project. Conceived here as a ‘smart industrial city’ 
Dholera’s identity relies on a ‘defi nitional impreciseness’ (Hollands,  2008 :  304). 
‘Industrial’ and ‘smart’ as labels are used interchangeably – the former representing 
economic reasoning and the latter refl ecting globally marketable logics for attracting 
business and investment. 
 Dholera’s self-congratulatory (Hollands,  2008 ) rhetoric, evident in its simulations 
and publicity videos, however, hides the ideological forces and politics behind its 
making, and the absences and silences that shroud the discourses perpetuated by its 
most enthusiastic supporters (both public and private sector). Neither the plans nor 
videos of Dholera, nor the speeches of Narendra Modi, nor the lectures of bureau-
crats making presentations refer to actually existing Dholera, which remains as an 
absent presence, giving the impression of an empty backdrop, a  terra nullis  – the per-
fect landscape-in-waiting for the smart city. 
 Speed as a response to crisis 
 Speed is an essential component of smart urbanism in India. Smart urbanism relies 
upon the use of speed as an antidote to the rhetoric of crisis. Smart cities are pro-
duced through a speeding up of time that condenses the experience of urbanisa-
tion to within a few years rather than over a few decades. In other words, smart 
urbanism in India is not a gradual transformation of social, cultural, material and 
political landscapes as seen in existing Indian cities; rather it is a material manifest-
ation of speed itself. In this context the 100 smart cities programme in India is a 
response to a crisis of rapidly increasing urban population, as evident in the smart 
city concept note. 
 The trend of urbanisation that is seen in India over the last few decades will 
continue for some more time … With an urban population of 31 percent, 
India is at a point of transition where the pace of urbanisation will speed up. 
It is for this reason that we need to plan our urban areas well and cannot wait 
any longer to do so. 
 (Government of India,  2014 : online) 
 Gujarat, however, had begun its path to entrepreneurial urbanisation much earlier 
than the national smart cities programme through a ‘fast tracking’ of legal reform. 
In 2009, the Gujarat government passed a Special Investment Region (SIR) Act, in 
order to ‘fast track’ industrialisation of the region. Similar to the legislation enab-
ling a Special Economic Zone (SEZ), the SIR Act (with provisions taken from the 
Gujarat Town Planning and Urban Development Act, 1973) applies specifi cally to 
development within Gujarat on any area of more than 100 km 2 or Industrial Area 
with an area of 50–100 km 2 . Unlike SEZs, which are largely developed through for-
eign investment, the Gujarat government has a much larger stake in the SIR, being 
able to set up government agencies within its area, seen in the designation of the 
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area as an ‘industrial township’ and controlled by a parastatal agency – the Gujarat 
Industrial Development Board (GIDB). 
 In his research on the Bangalore–Mumbai corridor, Goldman notes that the ‘his-
torical convergence of neoliberalisation and world-city urbanisation has empow-
ered the new parastatal agencies … to become brokers of large-scale public and 
private land transfers’ ( 2011 : 567). The speed with which the SIR Act was concep-
tualised and implemented by the GIDB is evident from this timeline – the SIR Act 
was passed in March 2009, notifi cation of Dholera as an SIR was received in May 
2009, masterplans were completed by Halcrow UK in October 2010, development 
plan for the SIR was approved in December 2011 and fi nally land allocation started 
in December 2012. The new SIR law bypasses India’s 1894 Land Acquisition Act, 
revised to make fair compensation for land acquisition as well as consultation with 
local self-government institutions mandatory. The SIR Act, however, falls under 
the Gujarat Town Planning Scheme (GTPS) 1976, which defi nes land for town 
planning schemes as deemed to be ‘land needed for public purpose’ and there-
fore not mandatory for consultation. Land can be acquired by the GIDB under 
this scheme, and GIDB need only notify those who are part of Special Investment 
Regions (SIRs) in order to acquire agricultural land and reallocate it to new urban 
development. 
 Dholera thus refl ects a radical internalisation of a ‘bypass urbanisation’ 
(Bhattacharya and Sanyal,  2011 ) that not just circumvents the challenges of existing 
megacities by building new cities, but more crucially also the federal laws (Land 
Acquisition) of the state. As Watson ( 2014 : 230) argues, ‘It is access to land by the 
urban poor (as well as those on the urban periphery and beyond) that is most dir-
ectly threatened by all these processes, and access to land in turn determines access 
to urban services, to livelihoods and to citizenship’. In many ways Dholera outlines 
the processes through which ‘land banks’ (Goldman,  2011 ) are being created across 
the country to establish the global reach of previously ‘parochial’ regions. In this the 
rhetoric of crisis becomes an active discursive tool of the state through which the 
‘magnitude, speed, and the overarching aura of legitimacy of these new governance 
endeavours’ (Goldman  2011 : 575) surface. Indeed these rhetorics become necessary 
to produce places like Dholera and replicate them elsewhere. It presents a situation 
that Sassen would call an ‘extreme case of key economic operations’ ( 2014 : 9) of a 
neoliberal state, which is playing an ever increasing role in directing and controlling 
the discourses and practices of urban planning with a proactive role in entrepre-
neurial urbanisation. 
 Sluggish delivery 
 Speed is only half the story of Dholera smart city. As Peck ( 2002 :  348)  notes, 
‘the confi dent rhetoric of fast-policy solutions and the conviction-speak of neo-
liberal politicians collide with the prosaic realities of slow (and uncertain) deliv-
ery’. Examples of earlier projects in India and elsewhere suggest that most of these 
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city-making projects encounter a number of challenges and bottlenecks with stalled 
construction and low population that slow down construction. The ‘sluggishness’ 
of delivery of these cities is hidden from the discursive, techno-material and social 
imperatives that are presented to legitimise their speed of delivery. Yet it is the tech-
nical and social arenas where they slow down. 
 Technicalities 
 Dholera faces several technical roadblocks identifi ed in its impact assessment report. 
First, the report underlined the high risk of fl ooding in Dholera, which means that 
it would cost over Rs 700 crore to do the necessarily engineering works for fl ood 
mitigation (Senes,  2013 ). Second, Dholera SIR will be built close to a blackbuck 
habitat and would therefore lead to irreversible loss of biodiversity. These challenges 
provided grounds for the withdrawal of several early investors from Dholera. The 
fl ood assessment report also led to the abandonment of plans to build an inter-
national airport in Dholera. Plans for the international seaport were also abandoned, 
as well as the nearby Kalpasar dam project. The Indian state has instead proposed to 
raise the height of the existing Narmada dam project to provide water to the region. 
This in turn has spurred renewed national movements among activists in support of 
farmers and indigenous populations who will be disposed far away from Dholera in 
order to supply water to the region. 
 Land as the ﬁ nal frontier 
 The key stumbling-block in Dholera’s smart urbanism however has been the ques-
tion of land. This is recognised in India’s recent smart city concept note which states 
that ‘land laws need to be liberal in India’ (Government of India,  2014 ). However, 
agricultural land particularly in regions of declining agricultural productivity with 
lower population density (and hence presumed as low potential for local resistance) 
makes land acquisition relatively straightforward. While in the Bangalore–Mysore 
corridor, Goldman argues that ‘peasants [are] the fi nal frontier in city-making’ 
(Goldman,  2011 ), the production of Dholera smart city makes land the fi nal fron-
tier of urbanisation. Dholera’s mechanism of land acquisition imposed by a rule of 
law vested in the SIR Act becomes a state-orchestrated exercise of sovereign rule. 
Levien ( 2013 ) describes this process as a ‘regime of dispossession’, where socially 
and historically specifi c constellations of state structures of bureaucracy and govern-
ance produce particular patterns of dispossession of peasants and landless farmers. In 
Dholera, these initiate a new ‘regime of entrepreneurial urbanisation’ whereby land 
is acquired for a ‘public good’ and ‘delinked from capitalist production, by making it 
available for capitalist space of any kind’ (Levien,  2013 : 199). This model of extract-
ing surplus value from land by converting the rural/agricultural commons to state 
property to then sell as it wishes to the private sector ‘aggressively uses the rules of 
eminent domain to acquire land from the few who own land and the many who 
9781138844223_pi-192.indd   63 8/20/2015   2:51:26 PM
64 Ayona Datta
thrive off  the land, and place them on the new multi-lane highway to elsewhere’ 
(Goldman,  2011 : 577). However, written within this system is also its own unfold-
ing, where the monetisation of land values must continuously confront new strug-
gles of citizenship and rights to this land. 
 JAAG Land Rights Movement 
 In Gujarat, farmers’ cooperatives have recently begun to organise under a coalition 
called  Jameen Adhikar Andolan Gujarat (JAAG) or Gujarat Land Rights Movement 
to claim their rights to the commons – agricultural land, common property, fi sh-
ing areas and pasture land, among many others. JAAG methods of social action 
have included public protests, marches, putting up notices outside the villages bar-
ring state offi  cials from entering their land and several other peaceful demonstra-
tions ( Figure 4.3 ). JAAG achieved some success in a neighbouring region when 
44 villages therein were notifi ed as an ‘auto and knowledge hub’ under the SIR 
Act (ET Bureau,  2013 ). In 2013, as a result of JAAG protests, the Gujarat govern-
ment was forced to withdraw 36 of the total 44 villages from the SIR notifi cation 
(Counterview,  2013 ). In April 2014, another nearby SIR was withdrawn after sev-
eral protests. This gave hope to the JAAG campaigning against the Dholera SIR 
notifi cation, resisting the release of their land holdings to the Gujarat state govern-
ment without any real compensation 
 FIGURE 4.3  JAAG methods of social action 
 Source: JAAG (used by permission) 
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 While the state is increasingly asserting its sovereignty through a rule of law 
and has criminalised several aspects of JAAG’s social action and protest, many of 
JAAG’s eff orts have been to slow down the process of building Dholera by dir-
ect participation in state-prescribed processes of bureaucracy. On their part, JAAG 
has provided challenges to the instrumental and technocratic tools embodied in 
the Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) notifi cations that require mandatory 
public consultations for large-scale township projects. The EIA public hearing for 
Dholera, in January 2014, was heavily policed and video-taped as per the provisions 
of the EIA notifi cation. Over 500 members of the public, which included JAAG 
activists, farmers and several other members, exercised their right to democratic 
participation by attending the public hearing and raising their objections about the 
project with the Gujarat state authorities. 
 JAAG noted that the draft EIA prepared by Senes ( 2013 ), the state-appointed 
EIA consultants, had several instances of misinformation and misrepresentation of 
facts associated with the used of outdated maps. This made it more of a ‘bureaucratic 
arrangement’ (Narain,  2009 ) rather than a participatory tool through which states 
listen to local communities and respond to environmental contingencies. Where 
new compensatory land is provided, farmers claim that most of this is infertile or 
disconnected from irrigation canals that are essential for agriculture, and that it 
would take years of work to make these cultivable. Indeed, in several cases, the com-
pensatory land allocated to farmers was based on 100-year-old maps and has already 
been claimed by the sea (JAAG, personal communication). JAAG activists argue 
that Dholera SIR will lead to large-scale transformations in livelihoods of farmers, 
benefi ting those with larger parcels of land and dispossessing small-scale subsistence 
farmers and the landless. Indeed, while these important issues were raised in the 
public hearing, their ultimate disregard in the fi nal approval for Dholera highlighted 
how farmers and indigenous populations have now become the ‘weakest links’ in 
smart city making. 
 Gujarat police in retaliation have issued warrants against several activists and 
arrested them (Telegraph India,  2013 ), denied them licence to stage peaceful pro-
tests and engaged in several instances of harassment and bullying with farmers and 
activists. More recently a leaked Indian Intelligence Bureau report named JAAG 
as one of the organisations ‘under watch’ for engaging in ‘anti-development activ-
ities’ (Pathak,  2014 ). The state has also begun to issue notices to several farmers to 
either hand over the land and take whatever compensatory land is off ered or be 
prepared to be evicted by the state offi  cials. Violently imposed upon landscapes and 
populations who were presented as ‘lacking’ in development and therefore ideal for 
a ‘makeover’, smart city Dholera has turned into a ‘temporary “state of exception”, 
with both its attendant suspensions of civil and human rights as well as their insti-
tutionalisation into government practices’ (Goldman,  2011 : 555). 
 Afterword: is Dholera a prototype of India’s smart urbanism? 
 Dholera is an indication of the future of India’s urbanisation. It illustrates how an 
entrepreneurial state attempts to proactively attract capital and spur growth through 
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a smart urbanism trope. This trope is as much textual (policy documents) and verbal 
(political speeches and interviews) as it is representational (promotional brochures 
and videos of smart cities). By looking at how this trope emerges from below the 
scale of the nation to stand for a model of entrepreneurial urbanisation nationally, 
I have suggested that Dholera smart city shows how ‘nation states have the capacity 
to enforce their truth games’ (Chakrabarty,  1992 : 338) via ‘self-justifi catory narra-
tives’ of modernity and development. 
 Following Bunnell’s ( 2002 ) observations on Malaysia’s ‘intelligent cities’, the 
‘broad ideological underpinning of strategies to realise smart urbanism in India – 
liberalisation and modernisation – show similar continuity’ in Dholera. As in the 
case of ‘African urban fantasies’ (Watson,  2014 ), the assumption in Dholera is that 
these new cities are built on ‘empty land’, thereby evading public and democratic 
debate on mass-scale expulsions of marginalised citizens from their land and liveli-
hoods. These politics place regional states such as Gujarat at the nexus of disposses-
sion, modernisation and liberalisation in India. 
 My conversations with JAAG members in December 2013 suggested that 
Dholera had never held any local associations with smart urbanism. Even as Dholera 
was being mentioned in the 2013 Union Budget, unveiled in the Vibrant Gujarat 
Summit and globally circulated via striking fl ythroughs as a smart city, farmers in 
JAAG and local activists continually referred to it as Dholera SIR  – suggesting 
that it was a ‘(mis)rule of law’ (Holston,  2008 ) vested in the SIR Act and not smart 
urbanism, which was the everyday context of local struggles. Now, as farmers con-
tinue to stake their claims to their homes and livelihoods in the region, they have 
raised judicial challenges around the constitutional legitimacy of the SIR Act in 
bypassing the federal Land Acquisition Act. These struggles show how top-down 
visions of smart urbanism produce new forms of dispossession and citizenship strug-
gles around law and legality. Simultaneously it also shows that while the trope of 
smart city might be new in India, the struggle for citizenship rights and social justice 
at the grassroots is certainly not a new one. 
 Dholera is yet to be built, but its discursive and material construction as a smart 
city provides us an insight into the future of 100 new smart cities proposed by the 
Indian government. In many ways, Dholera is distinct from the 100 smart cities pro-
gramme. It predates the initiative and the national election. It is one of the few smart 
cities which has fi nancial backing from the Union, while the rest of the 100 smart 
cities will receive only £7million each from the state and will therefore compete 
in the global economy to fi nd investors. But as an experiment in smart urbanism, 
Dholera still remains key to the 100 smart cities mission and has shaped it in three 
distinct ways. 
 First, the enormous costs and challenges of fi nding investors for Dholera might 
have contributed to paring down the national programme on smart cities. The 
recent concept note from the Ministry of Urban Development (Government of 
India,  2014 ) proposes that most of the 100 smart cities will be made by retrofi t-
ting a range of small and medium-sized cities with smart transport, housing and 
infrastructure – not by building new cities from scratch. The scaling down of the 
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national programme to include retrofi tted cities of diff erent sizes suggests a scaling 
down of the entrepreneurial smart city from the new and grandiose urban planning 
experiments proposed in Dholera, Shendra-Bidkin and other new cities along the 
DMIC. Indeed several smart cities claiming to be ‘new’ are those now rebranding 
themselves from earlier labels of eco-city (Lavasa), fi nance city (GIFT) and new 
townships (Rajarhat). 
 Second, Dholera illustrates how a regional state’s innovation in using a rule of 
law can spur entrepreneurial urbanisation at a national scale. Several other regional 
states such as Rajasthan, Maharashtra and Odisha are now in the process of put-
ting in place their own versions of the SIR Act to become entrepreneurial states. 
Indeed since JAAG has challenged the SIR Act in court as unconstitutional and a 
violation of the federal Land Acquisition Act, the Indian parliament is now delib-
erating a change to its Land Acquisition Act to remove the clauses on consent 
and compensation inserted by the previous government. The Indian government is 
now also bringing in changes in the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) law to allow 
direct investment in construction. This means enforcing through a rule of law, a 
self-sustaining myth of urbanisation as a ‘good business model’, which increasingly 
represses the articulation of resistance and social action among marginalised groups. 
 Finally, resistance action around Dholera often has little to do with its smart 
credentials, but rather with more traditional struggles around regimes of accumula-
tion and dispossession related to land. Dholera thus is not the only smart city facing 
local resistance. Recently the media reported on students resisting the construc-
tion of a new smart city, Haollenphai, that sought to acquire Manipuri tribal land 
in north-eastern India. Social action and resistances around industrial townships, 
SIRs, knowledge cities and other utopian planning tropes are making translocal 
connections of solidarity to challenge the state via social and legal mechanisms. 
Shendra-Bidkin and Manesar-Dhow – two other proposed smart cities – have also 
seen rising social action among farmers, rarely reported in the media. Merging 
under the umbrella of the National Alliance for People’s Movements (NAPM), 
these movements against the smart city are part of a bigger movement to resist the 
increasing neoliberalisation of land and the commons. Land and its acquisition are 
now more strongly linked than ever before with questions of citizenship, inclusion 
and belonging to the wider Indian polity. 
 Dholera might well be part of 100 top-down utopian visions of entrepreneur-
ial urbanisation, but it has also inadvertently produced innovation and enterprise 
at the grassroots. In that context Dholera’s entrepreneurialism predates the smart 
city trope. Refl ection, learning and innovation through knowledge and awareness 
about law and its practices, about bureaucratic processes and democratic encounters 
with the state are already familiar to the farmers in Dholera. In those terms farm-
ers in Dholera and other proposed smart cities are innovators of change, since they 
must continuously fi nd ways to reach out locally, nationally and globally in order to 
gain a collective voice for their struggles. As one of the JAAG activists said to me, 
‘I am glad you are writing about this, since by doing so you are helping our cause.’ 
It seems, however, that we still know little about grassroots forms of transformative 
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learning, knowledge and action that can challenge the normative production of 
smart urbanism in India. Here, the available tools of analysis using political economy, 
policy mobility and postcolonial urbanism need to be complemented by ethno-
graphic details on the everyday struggles faced by those at risk of being excluded 
from India’s urbanisation. It means examining how the ‘population’ referred to in 
the offi  cial reports become ‘citizens’, claiming their rights to livelihoods and land-
scapes as they encounter the smart city. It means examining how the smart city will 
be built not by digital citizenships, but by ‘insurgent citizens’ (Holston,  2008 ) living 
on its margins – socially, geographically, legally and economically. Crucially, it means 
understanding how a right to the city is inherently connected to a right to com-
mons as political and social action gather momentum against the smart city. 
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